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n 1965, Eysenck, an English re- 
searcher, described a famous 
case of psychologically in- 
duced asthma. 

The patient was a married 
man who didn't get along with 
his mother-in-law. A large pic- 
ture of her hung over the bed in 
the bedroom, at the insistence of 


. his wife. Eysenck reported that 


when the mother-in-law’s face 
was turned toward the wall, the 
man's asthmatic attacks immedi- 
ately stopped. 

They could be brought ‘back at 
will simply by turning the pic- 
ture again, and then. terminated 
by turning her face to the wall 
once more. 

This case study did little to 
help relations with in-laws, and 
it did even less for ‘asthmatics. 
People began thinking that asth- 
ma was due to disturbed relation- 


. ships or personalities, which we 


now know isn't true. 


How myths begin 

It is unfortunate that people 
didn't recognize at the time that 
this case study was published 
because it was so unusual, not 
because anyone thought it was * 


in any way representative or typi-" 


cal of asthmatics. Still, this is 
how folklore and mythology begin. 
Some studies have looked at 
the personal lives of asthmatic 
children. Lo and behold, they 
found many so-called neurotic 
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symptoms: dependency, anxiety, 
maladjustment, obsessions, etc. 
So, asthmatics must be neurotic, 
right? 

Wrong! This is how the ugly, 
harmful myth probably started.. 
This notion has been hard to 
erase over many years, and I 
hope that the following explana- 
tion will help give this unfair 
and destructive notion a quick 
burial. 

Subsequent research has clear- 
ly shown that most children with 
a prolonged illness show more 
problem signs than healthy chil- 
dren — excessive anxiety, depen- 
dency, obsessions about health, 
etc. — and this simply reflects a 
normal reaction © a prolonged 
illness. 

The same difficulties have 
been found for children with 


other chronic illnesses. Dependen- - 


cy, anxiety, obsessions about 
health, ete. are always higher 
the longer the patient has been 
sick 

AY 


In no study has there been 
any evidence that personality 
problems played a role in the de- 
velopment or maintenance of 
asthma. 

Instead, some difficulties may 
arise as a result of asthma, and 
these difficulties are no more or 
less than vou and I would show 
if we were burdened with a 
chronic illness. 

While there is no evidence for 
any role of personality problems 
in the development of asthma, 
this does not mean that psycholo- 
gy does not play a role. 

Studies have shown that even 
when the asthma was caused by 
infection or allergy, psychological 
stress or suggestion can precipi- 
tate an attack. bd 


Pollution study 

In one such study, 40 asthmat- 
ics participated in a “study on 
air pollution.” The asthmatics 
were each told that they were 
going to inhale a substance that 
earlier had been found to be an 
irritant or allergen for them. In 
fact, it was a placebo (a saline 
solution), which could not cause 
any harm. 

Twelve of the asthmatics devel- 
oped significant respiratory prob- 
lems when they inhaled the pla- 
cebo. 

Later, they were told to inhale 
another solution that was a medi- 
cine (a “bronchodilator”, in fact, 
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it was the very same solution. 
The breathing of each patient im- 
proved, confirming the role of 
suggestion in some asthmatics. 

Even here, however, it is im- 
portant to emphasize that for the 
large majority (28 to 40) of pa- 
tients, the power of suggestion 
was low or nonexistent. 

In a similar way, other psycho- 
logical variables such as stress, 
anger and fear can play a role 
in asthma, when they overwork 


‘or irritate an already sensitive 


or ailing respiratory system. 
NOTE: The Lung Association 
is holding a one-day seminar, 
“Children With Asthma: Under- 
standing Your Wheezing Child,” 
in conjunction with the 
Children’s Hospital of Eastern On- 
tario on May 4 at 9 am, at the 
University of Ottawa Health Sci- 
ences Centre, 451 Smyth Rd. 
The seminar costs $30 a per- 
son. For registration information 
call Melanie Carkner at 728-4649. 


Amold. Rincover is a registered psy- 
chologist, author of The Parent-Child 
Connection (Random House), and asso- 
ciate professor at the University of Toron- 
to. This column is not intended to provide 
treatment and anyone concerned about 
a psychological problem should seek 


. professional assistance. Readers can 


write to Dr. Rincover c/o the Citizen, P.O. 
Box 5020, 1101 Baxter Rd., Ottawa, Ont. 
K2C 3M4. 


